
Everyone occasionally feels blue or sad. But these feelings are usually short-
lived and pass within a couple of days. When you have depression, it interferes 
with daily life and causes pain for both you and those who care about you. 
Depression is a common but serious illness.

Many people with a depressive illness never seek treatment. But the majority, 
even those with the most severe depression, can get better with treatment. 
Medications, psychotherapies, and other methods can effectively treat people 
with depression.

There are several forms of depressive disorders.

Major Depression—severe symptoms that interfere with your ability to 
work, sleep, study, eat, and enjoy life. An episode can occur only once in a 
person’s lifetime, but more often, a person has several episodes.

Persistent Depressive Disorder—depressed mood that lasts for at least 
two years. A person diagnosed with persistent depressive disorder may have 
episodes of major depression along with periods of less severe symptoms, but 
symptoms must last for two years.

Some forms of depression are slightly different, or they may develop under 
unique circumstances. They include:

 ➤ Psychotic depression, which occurs when a person has severe 
depression plus some form of psychosis, such as having disturbing false 
beliefs or a break with reality (delusions), or hearing or seeing upsetting 
things that others cannot hear or see (hallucinations).

 ➤ Postpartum depression, which is much more serious than the “baby 
blues” that many women experience after giving birth, when hormonal and 
physical changes and the new responsibility of caring for a newborn can be 
overwhelming. It is estimated that 10 to 15 percent of women experience 
postpartum depression after giving birth.

 ➤ Seasonal affective disorder (SAD), which is characterized by the onset of 
depression during the winter months, when there is less natural sunlight. 
The depression generally lifts during spring and summer. SAD may be 
effectively treated with light therapy, but nearly half of those with SAD do 
not get better with light therapy alone. Antidepressant medication and 
psychotherapy can reduce SAD symptoms, either alone or in combination 
with light therapy.

Do You Know 
Enough About Depression?
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Causes
Most likely, depression is caused by a combination of genetic, 
biological, environmental, and psychological factors.

Depressive illnesses are disorders of the brain. Brain-imaging 
technologies, such as magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), have 
shown that the brains of people who have depression look different 
than those of people without depression. The parts of the brain 
involved in mood, thinking, sleep, appetite, and behavior appear 
different. But these images do not reveal why the depression has 
occurred. They also cannot be used to diagnose depression.

Some types of depression tend to run in families. However, 
depression can occur in people without family histories of 
depression too. 

Signs & Symptoms
People with depressive illnesses do not all experience the same 
symptoms. The severity, frequency, and duration of symptoms vary 
depending on the individual and his or her particular illness.

Signs and symptoms include:

 ➤ Persistent sad, anxious, or “empty” feelings

 ➤ Feelings of hopelessness or pessimism

 ➤ Feelings of guilt, worthlessness, or helplessness

 ➤ Irritability, restlessness

 ➤ Loss of interest in activities or hobbies once pleasurable, 
including sex

 ➤ Fatigue and decreased energy

 ➤ Difficulty concentrating, remembering details, and making 
decisions

 ➤ Insomnia, early-morning wakefulness, or excessive sleeping

 ➤ Overeating, or appetite loss

 ➤ Thoughts of suicide, suicide attempts

 ➤ Aches or pains, headaches, cramps, or digestive problems 
that do not ease even with treatment

Treatments
Once diagnosed, a person with depression can 
be treated in several ways. The most common 
treatments are medication and psychotherapy.

How can I help a loved one who is depressed?

If you know someone who is depressed, it affects 
you too. The most important thing you can do 
is help your friend or relative get a diagnosis 
and treatment. You may need to make an 
appointment and go with him or her to see the 
doctor. Encourage your loved one to stay in 
treatment, or to seek different treatment if no 
improvement occurs after six to eight weeks.

To help your friend or relative:

 ➤ Offer emotional support, 
understanding, patience, and 
encouragement.

 ➤ Talk to him or her, and listen carefully.

 ➤ Never dismiss feelings, but point out 
realities and offer hope.

 ➤ Never ignore comments about suicide, 
and report them to your loved one’s 
therapist or doctor.

 ➤ Invite your loved one out for walks, 
outings and other activities. Keep 
trying if he or she declines, but don’t 
push him or her to take on too much 
too soon.

 ➤ Provide assistance in getting to the 
doctor’s appointments.

 ➤ Remind your loved one that with time 
and treatment, the depression will lift. 
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